All of these facts make adults see adolescents as "risk-takers" who need to be protected from their own decisions. Adults and society typically do this in one of two ways:
(1) by imposing age limits on what they consider to be really dangerous activities, like gambling, driving, drinking alcohol, and smoking. (2) by trying to educate adolescents about the risks of things like smoking tobacco or driving too fast.
Both of these approaches can help them to reduce the number of teenagers who get hurt by their own decisions, but why do adolescents make these kinds of decisions in the first place?
Reviewed by: In this case, everyone is also different. Some will try out the uncertain path for a gain of 100; others may require a payoff of 2000 points before they give that unknown path a try. This is an example of a willingness to take a chance when risks were unclear and as you can see it is different from the willingness to take known risks.
We wondered whether the observation that teenagers tend to get hurt in risky situations was because they were more willing to take known risks than adults or whether it was because they were more willing to take the uncertain path than adults.
So what we did was offer teenagers, college students, parent-aged adults, and grandparentaged adults the opportunity to play two kinds of casino games. They had the chance to win real money, with one game offering a known risk and one offering an unknown risk. On each round of our casino-like game the people in our experiment had to choose between taking a sure $5 and known or unknown risk of winning a lot more. How much more ranged from a little bit more ($8) to 25 times as much ($125).
In our known-risk condition, people always knew the exact chance of winning more money, from as low as 13% to as high as 75%. In our unknown risk condition, we did not reveal the exact chances of winning, but we did reveal that the unknown risk fell within a fixed range. Those ranges varied, with some examples being 38-62, 25-75, and 13-87%. In Figures 1 and 2 , you can see examples of the choices that our study participants faced.
Each of the people in our study made about 160 of these kinds of choices and we randomly selected one of their choices to pay for real. If on that particular round they had picked the $5 for sure option, then we just gave them $5. But if on that round they had chosen to take a chance, we used a casino game to
In an effort to better understand why adolescents seem different in their decision-making from adults, we designed a simple experiment and conducted it on 33 kids ranging in age from 12 to 17. We then compared their decisions to those of college students, people the ages of their parents, and people the ages of their grandparents.
In our experiment, we tried to distinguish between two very different kinds of "risk-taking. " The first we called a willingness to take known risks and the second we called a willingness to take a chance when risks were unclear. This is an essential distinction for economists [4] , who need to differentiate between deciding to do something for which the likelihood of it going badly is known and deciding to take a chance when you simply do not know the odds in advance.
To make this distinction clear, imagine playing a video game, you have played before in which you get to choose between a safe path and risky path. On the safe path, you know your character will get 50 points for sure. On the risky path, you know that you have a 50% chance of earning more than 50 points and a 50% chance of getting your character killed.
Because you know the odds, economists refer to this as willingness to take known risks. And importantly, everyone is different in the way that they evaluate the risky path. If the positive outcome yields 1000 points, nearly everyone is willing to take the risk it presents. But if it yields only 60 points, most people choose the safe path. Just how many extra points the game has to offer before you "take the risk" defines what an economist would call your "risk tolerance." The more risk averse you are, the more extra points the game has to offer for the risky path to be worth taking.
Next consider a situation in which you have to choose between a known safe path and an uncertain path, a path you have never taken before. You do not know the odds that you will get killed, even if you know how many points you might win. Deciding
What we found when we did this was really quite startling. It turned out that the average adolescent was very careful when the risks were knownmore cautious than college students or parentaged adults, and about as cautious as grandparentaged adults [5] . This means that when the risks were known, adolescents were not risky in their behavior at all. Only when the risks were unclear did teenagers choose them more often than other groups. Under those kinds of conditions, they were much more willing to take a chance than any other group.
In the study, we focused on a specific type of decisions that have to do with money and financial risks. Although we cannot be 100% sure that the findings would be the same for other types of risky decisions -like smoking, drinking, driving, or disagreeing with friends -let us imagine what our findings would imply for other types of situations. To return to the video game example, it turned out that what distinguished adolescents was their willingness to try uncertain paths. Once they knew that a path was risky they tended to avoid it and played quite conservatively. But when a path was new and unknown, that is when they took risks.
In a sense, this makes teenagers explorers in a way that older people are not. Teenagers seem to be able to put aside their fear of the unknown and take a chance when things are unclear. And of course this can be both a good and a bad thing. It means that teenagers have a natural tendency to explore -which is good -but that tendency to explore shows up even when they are exploring really dangerous things like alcohol, tobacco, or driving under the influence of alcohol.
So what does all of this mean for adults? Well, remember that at the beginning of this article we pointed out that adults tended to protect teenagers from risks by either (1) imposing age limits on what they consider to be really dangerous activities determine whether or not they had won. If they did win they went home with between $8 and $125. And of course if they lost, they went home with nothing. Study participant can either choose to receive $5 for sure (option on the left) or take a risky lottery (on the right) where (s)he can win $20 or nothing. The probability of winning is not known precisely because a part of the red-andblue bar is hidden by a gray rectangle. It is possible that the hidden part is all blue (in which case the probability of winning $20 is very high), that it is all red (in which case the probability of winning $20 is low), or that it is part red and part blue. Because the participant does not know the exact likelihood of winning, we call this a situation with unknown risk. In this example, the gray box covers half of the red-blue bar -meaning that the probability of winning is somewhere between 25 and 75% -but the participant does not know its exact value. 
